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        One smile can start a friendship.

        One word can end a fight.

        One act can save a relationship.

        One person can change your life.
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      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      The smell of sweat hung in the air as I punched the heavy bag over and over, imagining it was my boss’s face. Mr. Roper, head of neurosurgery at St. Mary’s College Hospital. Call me Gareth. His oh-so-jovial chuckle rang in my ears, and I could still feel his grubby hand on my ass. The pig.

      It hadn’t taken me long to work out that Roper was a pervert. About two hours, in fact, when I went into the ladies’ bathroom near his office and found the tally chart on the back of the stall door. Roper the Groper’s Wall of Shame, it said at the top. Each time he patted you on the ass or “accidentally” brushed up against your boob, you added a mark. In the two weeks I’d worked in my post as a pre-registration house officer, the total had gone up by fifty-seven. Nine of the marks were mine.

      Footsteps sounded from behind, and a shadow fell over me.

      “What’s bugging you?” Jimmy asked. “Not that boss of yours again?”

      I turned and looked up. And I mean up—Jimmy was six and a half feet tall. A hulking black man in his late fifties, he’d been teaching me to box for the last year. Just as a hobby, nothing serious, but JJ’s gym was a good place to let out my frustrations, and today I desperately needed that release.

      “Who else?”

      “What did he do this time?”

      “We were looking at MRI scans, and he leaned in close and put his hand on my ass.” I closed my eyes, cringing at the memory. “And then he squeezed. He freaking squeezed.”

      Not only that, he’d tried to kiss me, the arrogant bastard. But I couldn’t tell Jimmy that because he’d take things into his own hands, and I didn’t have enough money to bail him out on a murder charge.

      “Did you report it? You and the other girls need to get together and go to whoever runs that damn hospital.”

      “They won’t. The last girl to stand up to him got dismissed.”

      Jimmy’s eyes hardened and his mouth set into a thin line. “Want me to deal with it?”

      See?

      “Thanks for offering, but I already dealt with it. That’s the bigger problem.”

      When Gareth’s fingers dug in, I’d snapped. Completely snapped. Before I realised what I was doing, I’d twisted his arm up behind his back the way Jimmy taught me.

      “You hit him?” he asked.

      “No, just got a hold on him and threatened to break a finger or two.”

      As a surgeon, Gareth got extremely precious about his hands, and he’d gone a funny shade of grey before I let him go. Then he’d turned puce and started yelling.

      “Good going, girl.”

      Jimmy held up his hand for a high-five, but I shook my head.

      “I’ve got a meeting with the disciplinary committee tomorrow morning.” A groan escaped my lips. How could I have been so stupid? Two weeks into what should have been my dream job, and I’d already screwed up my career. “And I’ve got no idea what to say to them.”

      “Tell them the truth. That the asshole preys on young women.”

      “You really think they’ll believe me?”

      “What about video footage? Those damn cameras are everywhere nowadays.”

      “We were in his office. And even if they did believe me, it wouldn’t matter. Gareth Roper’s a world-renowned neurosurgeon. He brings research money and prestige to the hospital, whereas I’m only a junior doctor. Who do you think would be easier to replace?”

      “He can’t abuse his position like that.”

      “He can, and he does. And even if I keep my job, I’ll be labelled as a troublemaker.”

      “Why don’t we call Emmy? She’s got connections.”

      Emmy Black, an old friend of Jimmy’s, had helped to rescue me from a hellish situation last year, but I couldn’t drag any more people into my mess.

      “No! I mean, I know she’d help, but I can’t keep asking her to fight my battles.”

      “Seems to me that this is the kind of battle she’d enjoy fighting. Anyone ever tell you about the time a politician tried to put his hand up her skirt?”

      No, that had certainly never been mentioned in conversation. “What did she do?”

      “Grabbed his balls and twisted until he begged for mercy.”

      I managed a smile, my first today. “I wish I’d seen that. But I still don’t want to put her to any trouble, not after everything she’s already done for me.”

      Not only had she helped me to get back on my feet, I was still living in her home rent free, complete with a housekeeper called Ruth, a well-stocked fridge, and a glass-roofed freaking swimming pool. I’d offered Emmy money, which she always turned down, and I’d asked Ruth a thousand times whether I’d outstayed my welcome, but her answer was the same every time: if Emmy didn’t want me there, she’d soon make that clear. The only payment she’d take was my help running errands for Blackwood Security, the company she owned with her husband and two others, and occasional translation work—as a Polish citizen with a kindly Russian neighbour, I’d grown up speaking both languages then learned English at school. My newest challenge was French.

      “Emmy would help you out, or I would, or any of the other folks here.” Jimmy tended to let his size and fists do the talking, although he’d always been a gentle giant towards me. And even though some shady characters sparred in the rings at JJ’s, they’d been nothing but nice to me over the last year, especially at the beginning when I’d been kind of fragile. “Just say the word if you change your mind.”

      “I will.”

      “And don’t forget to punch from the hip. It gives you more power.”

      “Thanks, Jimmy. Have you got ten minutes to do pad work with me?”

      “Sure, girl, but aren’t you supposed to be having dinner with Ben and Augusta tonight? Ben told me yesterday they were looking forward to it.”

      Oh, shit. With all the Gareth-related drama, I’d totally forgotten. When I landed the job at the hospital, I’d invited my two friends over to celebrate, but Augusta, an award-winning romance novelist, had been on a book-signing tour and this was the first date she could make. Ruth had promised to make us something special to eat. Dammit. I couldn’t cancel, not at such short notice, even if the thought of joyously commemorating a job I wished I’d never got filled me with dread.

      Jimmy raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t forget?”

      I conjured up a weak smile. “No, no, of course not.” A pause. “Okay, it might have slipped my mind.”

      He waved one arm in the direction of the changing rooms. “See ya tomorrow, Roxy.”
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      Late, late, late. I was running late, quite literally. My hair was still damp as I sprinted out of the gym, backpack in hand. Usually, I took the Tube to save money, but today I flagged down the nearest black cab.

      “Where to, love?” the driver asked.

      “Belgravia. Berkeley Row.”

      He gave a low whistle. “Full of mansions around there.”

      Didn’t I know it? By freakish luck—some good, some bad—I’d ended up living in one of the biggest. Forty minutes later, we’d covered the six and a half miles to Albany House, and I handed over my debit card. Had I made it in time?

      No, was the answer. When I got inside, Augusta and Ben were already drinking wine, and Ruth had laid out an assortment of canapés on the kitchen counter.

      “Congratulations on your new job!” Augusta squealed, passing her glass to Ben and running forward with her arms outstretched. “I’m so sorry we couldn’t get here sooner.”

      “Honestly, it’s fine. How’s the book tour going?”

      “Good, mostly.” She made a face. “It’s weird being the centre of attention. I’m sure half of the people only come because of all the drama last year.”

      Ben and Augusta’s battle with a homicidal ex-soldier had made the front pages, a fight I’d inadvertently been caught up in. A fight that had changed my life in every possible way.

      “But they’re buying your new novel?”

      “Like crazy. My agent’s negotiating the movie rights at the moment.” She shuddered dramatically. “Somebody pinch me.”

      But Ben didn’t pinch her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and kissed her hair instead. I swallowed down that hot little ball of jealousy that rose in my throat—not jealousy over Ben, because he was just a friend, but over the closeness they had. What would it be like to come home to someone who cared every night? I’d given up hope of ever finding out.

      I didn’t pinch Augusta either. “A movie? That’s great!”

      “Yes, but forget that for now. Tonight, we’re here to celebrate your new job. Ruth, have you got the champagne?”

      “Uh, yeah. About that…”

      Augusta’s smile faded. “What? Aren’t you enjoying it?”

      “The job itself is amazing. It’s just my colleagues... Well, one of them.” The whole story of Gareth Roper and his wandering hands spilled out. “So you see, I have no idea how I’m going to last the full four months on this rotation. Two weeks in, and I’m already in trouble.”

      Ben’s hands balled into fists. “Want me to take care of it?”

      I shook my head. “Jimmy offered earlier.”

      “I’m not suggesting beating the asshole to a bloody pulp. I can do subtle.”

      “What if he realises you’re doing it for me? He’d make my life hell.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “No. You can’t.”

      “So what do you plan to do?”

      “Tomorrow?” I’d thought about this in the gym. “I’m going to apologise and hope the disciplinary committee accepts it, then make sure I’m never alone in a room with Mr. Roper again.”

      Ruth slid a gin and tonic in my direction. “You look like you need this, dear.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I always think it’s strange the way surgeons in the UK are called mister rather than doctor, don’t you?”

      “He should be called asshole,” Augusta said. “Why should you apologise? Roper should be the one who gets punished, whether he’s a doctor or not. Why don’t you tell the truth? That he touched you? Otherwise he’ll keep doing it.”

      “Because nobody else will back me up, and working there is uncomfortable enough already.”

      “Couldn’t you leave? Find a new job?”

      “It’s not that simple. In the UK, junior doctors have to apply to a foundation school, then they place you at a hospital and you rotate through different departments, six in two years. Once the placement year’s started, it’s difficult to change, and even if I found a new post, I could end up anywhere in the country. At least I’m still in London at the moment.”

      The thought of moving away terrified me. All my family was dead, except maybe my mother, but she’d run out when I was a toddler, and I didn’t even know where she was. Trust didn’t come easily to me, so I found it difficult to make new friends. Here, I had Ruth, Augusta, Ben, and the guys at the gym—plus Emmy, her husband, and Ben’s sister when they were in town.

      “But there are loads of hospitals in London,” Augusta said.

      “And the best placements filled months ago. I was lucky to get the job at St. Mary’s.”

      “I thought you came top in all your exams?”

      “Yes, but my CV’s patchy. I had to take a year out in Poland to look after my father, and then I lost another six months when…when…”

      I hated to talk about what happened last year. The stupid, stupid decision I’d made. The two-week modelling job I’d taken to clear my father’s debts that led me to get trafficked into the sex industry and almost killed by a madman. Only a fateful meeting with Ben followed by his quick thinking had saved my life, and even now, I couldn’t help being wary around men. Perhaps that was why I’d lost the plot so badly when Gareth Roper laid his grubby hands on me. The past I’d tried so hard to escape had followed me into my new life.

      After the physical wounds had healed, I’d thought I’d be on my own, but almost everyone I’d met during those dark times had stuck around in my life. Almost everyone. One man hadn’t, and I couldn’t deny that stung a bit.

      “It just doesn’t seem fair.” Augusta reached over and squeezed my hand. “That you should be the one to suffer while some sleazeball of a doctor gets off scot-free.”

      “Life isn’t fair. I just want to get tomorrow’s meeting over with and try to salvage my career.”

      “You have fourteen weeks left in that department?”

      “Thirteen weeks and four days. I’ve started a countdown.”

      “You get paid holiday though? Why don’t we take a break together? That would knock a few more days off.”

      “Maybe.”

      “How about France? We could go to Paris. You enjoyed your last trip there, right?”

      So I’d claimed. In reality, I’d gone there to visit the aforementioned man, a man I’d liked a little too much, and I’d come home filled with disappointment. But he’d left Paris as well—left France entirely, in fact—so there wouldn’t be any awkwardness if Augusta insisted we go to the City of Light.

      “It was okay.”

      “Or Cannes? Ben has a friend we could stay with near there. Are you still learning French?”

      “When I have time.”

      “Perfect! Just tell me what dates you can do, and I’ll make the arrangements. We should drink that champagne, and I’ll buy another bottle when you finally escape from Dr. Lawsuit-Waiting-to-Happen.”

      Right now, getting drunk sounded like the best idea I’d heard all day. “I’ll find some glasses.”

      “No, you three sit down,” Ruth said. “I’ll bring the glasses, and I’ve made pierogi for dinner.”

      My favourite. Those little dumplings filled with potatoes and fried onions and cottage cheese reminded me of the good parts of home rather than the bad parts. Ruth was a treasure, and she’d been more of a mum to me than the woman who gave birth to me ever was.

      I gave her a quick hug before following Augusta and Ben to the table. See why I didn’t want to leave?
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      The windows rattled as I slammed the front door of Albany House. The daytime security guard-slash-porter who sat in a small office off the hallway poked his head out, took one look at me, and stepped rapidly backwards. A wise move.

      Ruth appeared through the archway beyond the stairs. “It didn’t go well, then?”

      “No, it didn’t go well,” I said, then burst into tears.

      Shit.

      To say this morning’s meeting had gone badly was like saying the September Campaign was a minor disagreement. Every atom in me still vibrated with anger, and the only saving grace was that I hadn’t missed when I threw the bedpan at Gareth Roper afterwards. The rest, I wanted to forget.

      “What happened? Dare I ask?”

      “He lied. He lied to the disciplinary committee and said I’d come on to him.”

      Ruth’s mouth formed a perfect O. “I thought he was an old man?”

      “At least fifty. But he’s had hair implants and probably a facelift too.” A little bit of sick rose in my throat, and I swallowed it down. “He said I tried to kiss him in his office, and he had to fight me off.”

      “And they believed him?”

      Yes. Yes, they did. Because he had “evidence.” First, the bruise where I’d grabbed his wrist, and also… I screwed my eyes shut, cringing at the memory. The memory of the HR manager holding up my copy of Gray’s Anatomy and removing the bookmark from the chapter on development of the nervous system I’d been reading yesterday morning. Her waving said bookmark in front of me. The utter horror that rolled through me like a freezing fog when I realised what I’d doodled on it.

      A heart. A heart with the initials GR inside it.

      Gareth Roper had come into the staff room just as I’d closed the book, and he must have seen it.

      “That’s not what you think,” I’d told the committee.

      “It isn’t your bookmark? The back of it seems to be a delivery note for a parcel to your home address.”

      “No, I mean, it’s mine. I wrote that. But GR isn’t Gareth Roper.”

      Their expressions didn’t change. Two men, one woman, and they all stared at me stony-faced.

      “Oh?” the woman said. Mary Robbins, director of administration, complete with twinset and pearls. “Then who is it?”

      “Just…someone. An old friend.”

      “Riiiight.” She gave a slow nod, pretending to agree while at the same time letting me know she didn’t believe a word I was saying. “And this ‘old friend’… He just happens to have the same initials as the man you behaved inappropriately towards yesterday?”

      “I didn’t behave inappropriately. Well, not until after Mr. Roper grabbed my bottom and tried to stick his tongue down my throat.”

      “I must admit, I find your story slightly difficult to believe, Roksana. Mr. Roper has an impeccable record at this hospital, and he’s been married for over twenty years.”

      His poor, poor wife. “His record isn’t impeccable. He got accused of sexual assault last year.”

      “The committee investigated those allegations and found no basis in fact.”

      “He’s probably groped every woman in the hospital.”

      Mary Robbins turned a funny shade of pink. “I can assure you, he’s done no such thing to me. Miss Bartosz, I’m afraid we have no tolerance for attention-seekers at St. Mary’s, and honesty is the trait we value above all others. We can’t let you walk into Mr. Roper’s department and disrupt it in this manner.”

      The two men on either side of her wouldn’t meet my eyes, and I knew at that moment she was going to fire me. Fuck it. Might as well go out in style.

      “Really? He hasn’t groped you?” I looked her up and down. “I guess I’m not surprised.”

      “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means the pervert’s too afraid of having his dick frozen off to come near you.”

      “Well… I… That’s…”

      “And don’t bother firing me; I quit. If you can’t see the problem with sexual harassment that’s going on under your own noses, I don’t want to work here anyway.”

      I’d marched off to collect my belongings from my locker, and that was when I saw him. Gareth Roper and his jowly face, smug because although he hadn’t fucked me in quite the way he’d intended, he’d still screwed me over in the end. And when a nurse walked past carrying a full bedpan, I just hadn’t been able to help myself.

      But now… Now I was back at Albany House, and the cold realisation of what I’d done began to set in. I was jobless. The career I’d been working towards—albeit slowly—for the last seven years was gone. I wasn’t homeless, at least, and the one thing that stopped me from panicking was the money I had in the bank. A lot of money. For the last year, a thousand pounds a week had landed in my account every Friday without fail. At first, I’d thought it was from Emmy, but she’d denied it. Ben said it wasn’t from him or Augusta or his sister either. That left GR. Gideon Renard. The filthy French fox. At least, he had a reputation for being filthy, but he treated me more like a china doll and it drove me crazy. And when I’d asked him about the money, he just changed the subject.

      “Of course they believed Gareth Roper,” I told Ruth. “They can’t afford to lose him, but there’s an endless supply of medical students. They’ll just swap me out for someone more compliant.”

      “You mean they sacked you?”

      “They were about to, I’m sure of it, so I quit first.”

      More tears came as I cried over the death of my career. Why hadn’t I picked a safer option for my first post? Geriatric care, perhaps?

      “Come here, child. You look as if you need a hug.”

      She squashed me against her, and I sniffled again. What was wrong with me today? Even after everything that happened last year, I’d barely shed a tear as I healed, but Roper’s actions left me gushing.

      “Gareth Roper, you said?”

      A voice came from behind me, and I froze. Shit. Of all the people I didn’t want to see my meltdown, it was Ben’s sister. Although she’d never been anything but kind to me, there was something wrong with her. Sofia Darke had a twisted soul. Darke by name and dark by nature, that’s what they said. Dark hair, dark eyes, a dark demeanour, and now she was leaning against the door jamb, a casual pose while the vibes rolling off her were anything but.

      “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough.”

      Dammit.

      “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

      “It’s obviously not nothing if you’re crying. He hurt you?”

      “It never got that far.”

      “But he would have.” Her lips went so thin they almost disappeared. “I’ll fix it.”

      “No! I already did. I threw a bedpan at him.”

      Ruth actually giggled. At least somebody found the situation funny.

      “A full one?” Sofia asked.

      “Almost overflowing.”

      A turd had got stuck in the top of his glasses as urine dripped down his face. A beautiful sight.

      Sofia merely nodded. “It’s a start.”

      “It’s an end. I just want to move on.”

      “Move on to what?”

      Good question, and one I didn’t know the answer to. I’d have to talk to my supervisor at the foundation school, a man who’d so far seemed more interested in playing games on his phone than my education, and hope he could find me another placement.

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Why don’t you take a little break, dear?” Ruth asked. “Let all of this blow over? You’ve been so stressed since you arrived, first with the incident last year and then with your exams.”

      “Because I don’t have the time or the money.”

      Yes, there was the cash from my mysterious benefactor, but that was a last resort. I hated touching it. One day, when I had earnings of my own, I intended to pay back every penny.

      “Make the time. Mental health’s important.” So said the psycho. “Come to Virginia tomorrow. Emmy’s plane’s going anyway, and there’s a spare seat. You can stay with me and Leo. Or maybe Emmy, since Leo’s painting everything this week. The house stinks.”

      Leo was Sofia’s boyfriend. I’d met him once, and he seemed so nice and normal. Not the kind of guy I’d imagined her dating at all.

      “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “You won’t be. I’ll call Emmy and tell her you’re coming.”

      “No! I mean, thanks for the offer, but I really need to stay here and see what I can salvage from this disaster.”

      “I already told you I’d fix it. Best to stay quiet so that when we fuck Roper’s life up, he doesn’t suspect you had anything to do with it.”

      Honestly, this hole I’d dug myself into got deeper with every passing second.

      “I’d rather just forget the whole thing.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. What happens when he does this to the next girl, and the next? Someone needs to teach him a lesson. You can tell me the whole story on the plane. Oh, and Gideon’s living in Washington now. I’m sure he’d be thrilled to see you.”

      “Please, please don’t tell him about this. It’ll make me look like the world’s biggest idiot.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when Roper touched me, I kind of lost my mind.”

      “Then he shouldn’t have touched you, should he? What? Are you scared that Gideon might avoid making a move in case you throw a bedpan at him?”

      Dammit, she knew my thoughts before I’d fully formed them myself. “Absolutely not.”

      “Because you’ve got no reason to worry. He’s good at ducking.”

      “Gideon’s not going to make a move.”

      “Really? We’ve all seen the way he looks at you.”

      “You’re imagining things. He emails me occasionally to say hi. That’s it.”

      “I’m not blind. And I know Gideon.”

      Clearly not that well. When he’d stayed at Albany House last year, I’d spent every possible moment with him, talking, eating, watching TV, just being. I’d shared bits of my past and some of my secrets, including the details of what happened to me when I got trafficked. He’d listened to every word and helped me to process what I’d been through instead of locking the pain deep inside where it would fester and grow. The endless rapes. Being attacked with a knife. The death of my father. Without him, I’d have curled up into a ball and rocked, but it also left him under no illusion as to how damaged I was.

      Even then, I’d still harboured a secret hope that he might like me. That he might be able to see beyond my past. But my trip to Paris had only cemented what I already knew—Gideon was sweet and kind, but he didn’t see me as girlfriend material. With other women—Sofia and Emmy included, I’d seen it with my own eyes—he flirted outrageously and got more handsy than Gareth bloody Roper, but with me? Nothing. He’d escorted me to the Louvre and Versailles, then taken me for dinner in a fancy restaurant near the Eiffel Tower. Afterwards, he’d lent me his jacket rather than his arm for a chilly walk beside the Seine after I’d accidentally-on-purpose left my coat behind, and then politely shown me to his guest bedroom at the end of the night.

      A kiss on the cheek. I’d worn my best underwear and a dress with a zipper the whole way down the front, and all I’d got was a freaking kiss on the cheek. It’d taken every ounce of my willpower not to rub against him like a cat in heat as he’d shoved me firmly into the more-than-slightly-awkward friend zone.

      “What do I need to do to get you to drop this?” I asked Sofia.

      “Drop what? The Gideon thing or the Gareth Roper thing?”

      “Both.”

      “Just come for a break in Virginia. We’ve hardly seen you for a year.”

      She wouldn’t give up, would she? And if Emmy got involved… Look up tenacious in the dictionary—you’d find a picture of her grinning face underneath.

      “One week.”

      “A month.”

      “No way. I might have interviews.” I hoped I’d have interviews, even though I hated them.

      “Fine. Three weeks.”

      “Two weeks. No more. And I need to visit my supervisor before I go.”

      “Okay, two weeks.” Sofia grinned, and it scared rather than comforted me. “This is gonna be so much fun.”

      “No. No fun. I need to catch up on studying and phone some people.”

      “Whatever you say, honey.”
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      Gideon Renard took a sip of his coffee and straightened his cuffs, desperately trying to stay awake. As the newest member of the Climate 2050 Security Committee, he was already playing catch-up as representatives from the other countries whose leaders were attending the upcoming parade in Richmond discussed how to safeguard the event.

      And when he said discussed, he meant argued. Each country would be sending its own security team, and getting them all to coordinate was no easy task. Why would none of these people listen to each other? From the way the Swiss delegate was talking, it was almost as if he’d had no experience of executive protection whatsoever.

      On any other day, Gideon might have attempted to restore order, but he’d only been drafted into attending this debacle at the last moment after his boss had a heart attack. And he’d only had the heart attack because he’d been screwing a twenty-three-year-old blonde who wasn’t his wife.

      At three o’clock in the morning, Gideon had been tasked with moving the body from the zero-star Golden Plaza Inn to somewhere more befitting a French diplomat. Another nine hours were taken up by panicked briefings, and just when he’d considered taking a nap in his office, his ex-boss’s boss had called to inform him of his illustrious appointment as the French liaison for Climate 2050 in place of ce putain d’idiot, Jacques.

      A trip to the West Wing and another fucking meeting with men who loved the sound of their own voices, all talking about the political equivalent of a carnival, was exactly what Gideon didn’t need on the Monday afternoon of his fifth week in Washington. Twenty-five world leaders, two-and-a-half-thousand participants, ninety-seven floats, and half a million people expected to line the route—what could possibly go wrong?

      Innovative, progressive, inclusive—the event promised an economic boost for Richmond, which had been chosen after bids from cities all over the United States. It also promised to be a logistical nightmare.

      Every country in the world had agreed to sign the Climate 2050 treaty, a global attempt to reverse climate change by the midpoint of the century. Plans included cutting emissions, reducing the use of plastics, tax breaks for green energy, and ambitious recycling targets. The parade through the streets of Richmond would be a visual representation of the future, showcasing the damage already done to the environment as well as the green technologies and initiatives available to prevent further destruction. An exhibition at the Richmond Raceway Complex would be open for a full month afterwards for the public to find out more about the role they could play in protecting the planet.

      Stay positive, Renard. Think of this as a promotion.

      “Six of the floats are solar-powered,” the Spanish guy said. What was his name? Enrique? “What if it’s cloudy? All week, it’s been raining.”

      A guy from the US contingent stabbed his pencil in the air. “They’ll have backup batteries, right? They must have backup batteries. Or should we have a tow truck on standby? We can’t have anything blocking the route.”

      “A tow truck—great idea, Bob. I understand one of the vehicles also runs on a potato-based fuel. If it runs out, how do we refuel it?”

      On and on they went, discussing the logistics of keeping unwanted visitors out of the staging areas, the vetting procedures in place for the performers, and the cordons to be established for the general public. While Gideon wanted the whole event to run smoothly, his primary concern was the safety of President Marceau, so when there was a momentary break in the chatter, he managed to get a question in.

      “Have there been any threats towards our principals?”

      One of the US team members answered, a grey-haired guy in his early fifties who seemed to be notionally in charge.

      “An excellent question, Mr. Renard. Of course, not everyone’s happy. Russian oil oligarchs, Chinese manufacturing millionaires, the big car makers… They all stand to lose money when this treaty gets signed, and some of them have made noises about trying to stop it.”

      “And what about direct threats?”

      “Just the usual kooks. Groups derived from Daesh, conspiracy theorists who think climate change is a myth. But rest assured, the FBI and the Secret Service have those issues locked down.”

      That didn’t entirely fit with what Gideon had heard from his own network. He may only have been seconded to the Climate 2050 Committee this morning, but he kept his ear to the ground. Chatter had increased over the past month, and he knew at least three nasty players were in town. He just didn’t know why. With Marceau’s safety at stake, he’d need to do some digging of his own.

      An hour and a half plus two cups of coffee later, the meeting finally ended. The suits filtered out, most of them still talking in pairs or threes, but now the discussion centred on golf and stock options rather than global security. Gideon slalomed between them, focused only on finding his driver and then the king-sized bed in his rented apartment. Fuck going back to the embassy.

      “Mr. Renard?”

      Gideon turned to find a young blonde behind him and smiled automatically. “Yes?”

      “You’re needed at another meeting.”

      “What meeting?”

      “If you’ll follow me, please.”

      He couldn’t very well refuse, not in the White House. And in all honesty, he was a little curious. Who else wanted to meet with him, and why hadn’t the request come through the usual channels?

      The girl sashayed along the hallway in front of him, and Gideon’s gaze dropped. He was a man, okay? A year ago, he might have asked her name, turned on the charm and got her number, but a different woman had taken up his headspace for the last twelve months and showed no signs of leaving. Roksana Bartosz. Blonde. Beautiful. Broken. It didn’t take his master’s degree in psychology for him to realise he went for women whose soul reflected his own. For a moment, he zoned out thinking of her, then realised they’d crossed from the West Wing to the White House proper.

      Where were they going? Not the residence, surely? He’d crossed paths with President Harrison in the past—once or twice at formal events; a handful of times at the Riverley estate, home to his ex-girlfriend, Emerson Black, who he’d long suspected knew Harrison on a more-than-casual basis; and once in a top-secret quarantine unit when everyone thought Emmy was about to die. Emmy’s husband seemed to veer between cordiality and strong dislike when it came to Mr. President, much as he did with Gideon himself, which only served to confirm those suspicions.

      The girl knocked on the door, and when it opened, Gideon couldn’t help groaning.

      “Baise-moi.” Fuck me.

      Another blonde, and this one spelled trouble from her perfectly-coiffed hair to her shiny designer pumps.

      “Not anymore, honey.” Emmy waggled her wedding ring on her finger and lowered her voice. “Black’s inside.”

      “Why am I here?”





OEBPS/images/platinum-front-only-v2.jpg
Y LS E i






OEBPS/images/logo-for-spacer-v3-test.jpg





